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1.1. INTRODUCTION  

The Town of Nags Head is a unique, coastal community steeped in culture and history, and 

rich in natural resources.  The Town of Nags Head was formally incorporated in 1961.  

However, Nags Headõs beginnings as a resort community stem back to the mid 1800õs.  In 

1838, the first 200 room hotel was constructed to serve visitors and early inhabitants of 

the òBanks.ó  The town has grown significantly since its beginnings but is still known as a 

family beach destination with a relaxed pace of life.  This is in part due to a close-knit 

community which values its abundant natural resources and a commitment to 

environmental conservation.    

Nags Head boasts the longest oceanfront shoreline of any municipality in Dare County at 

11.29 miles.  It also serves as the gateway to the Cape Hatteras National Seashore.  The 

6.6 square mile town jurisdiction is comprised mostly of single-family residential 

development with an equal amount of conservation/open space (Jockeyõs Ridge State Park 

and Nags Head Woods).  While the year-round population is only 2,825 as of 2015, the 

seasonal population is estimated to swell to 40,000 during the peak summer visitation 

periods.        

Throughout its history, the town has been visionary in dealing with and planning for 

complex coastal issues.  The Town of Nags Head adopted its first Zoning Ordinance in 

1962 followed in 1964 by adoption of its first Land Development Plan.  Subsequently, a 

subdivision ordinance was adopted in 1971.  Later in 1976, the first Coastal Area 

Management Act (CAMA) Land Use Plan was adopted.  Since that time, the town has 

undertaken numerous other studies to address issues such transportation, stormwater 

management, decentralized wastewater management (septic system use), shoreline 

management, parks and recreation, beach access planning, architectural design, and growth 

management.  

This Comprehensive Plan will build upon the 2010 Land Use Plan and will also incorporate 

recent plans and studies related to specific topic areas.  Additionally, this plan identifies and 

recognizes unique areas of the town that have special land use related characteristics that 

should be preserved or enhanced, that have the potential to evolve into unique areas, or 

that have special development issues.  Through implementation of the policies and actions 

in the plan, the vision for each of these unique areas, or Character Areas, can be 

accomplished.      

Through time, Nags Headõs desire to be a family beach community has not deviated.  At 

the core of these desires are a healthy, well-maintained oceanfront beach that is both 

visually and physically accessible.  The town recognizes the value of our coastal ecosystem 

and the role it plays in making Nags Head a great place to live, work, and visit.  In addition 

to the preservation of the coastal ecosystem, the town is committed to sustaining a 

thriving local business community that supports residents and visitors. The town desires 
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and is committed to maintaining its status as a premier family beach destination. The town 

will foster and secure its legacy through implementation of this plan.  

1.1.1. PURPOSE   

The Nags Head Comprehensive Plan is an official policy document adopted by the Town of 

Nags Head to strategically plan for and enhance the quality of life and physical character of 

the community. The plan builds upon adopted plans and policies to provide a foundation 

for decision making, future regulations, and project development. Further, the plan was 

created utilizing community input to illustrate a vision for the future of Nags Head and 

define steps to secure that future.  While the Comprehensive Plan is not a regulatory 

document for Town purposes, the Division of Coastal Management may use the CAMA 

designated plan as the basis to approve or deny CAMA permits.    

This vision is built upon many common values that form the goals, themes, and policies of 

the plan.  These goals, themes, and policies provide direction for the Board of 

Commissioners, staff, and volunteer boards in determining if their decisions are consistent 

with and working to accomplish the townõs vision. 

This comprehensive plan reorganizes information contained in the 2010 CAMA Land Use 

Plan and other planning documents into a forward-looking, action oriented strategic 

document.  While this expanded plan goes beyond the scope of the 2010 CAMA Land Use 

Plan, it is prepared in accordance with the North Carolina Coastal Area Management Act.   

The vision, policies, actions, and future land use map serve as the foundation and guide for 

the Townõs ordinances and zoning that regulate development.  This ultimately dictates how 

we build and interact with the natural and built environments.  The Townõs regulatory 

ordinances carry out the policy contained in the plan.  Nags Head has ordinances that 

regulate zoning, stormwater, 

flood control and erosion.  

Town staff, the Planning 

Board, and the Board of 

Commissioners use these 

ordinances to ensure 

development meets the 

desired standards needed to 

build in environmentally 

sensitive area and ensures 

Nags Headõs character, sense 

of community, and way of life 

are preserved.  
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1.1.2. RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER PLANS 

The following plans, studies, and reports were reviewed in preparation of this plan to 

incorporate key goals, policies and recommendations into the Comprehensive Plan. These 

plans provide additional details and documentation to support the recommendations in the 

Comprehensive Plan and should be referenced to assist in the planning and decision-making 

process. The majority of these plans, studies, and reports were conducted by the town.  

However, Nags Headõs long range planning efforts are guided by several plans or planning 

efforts external to the town. Reference to these documents may be required when 

conducting planning activities for specific elements. 

Town Planning Documents & Studies:  

Á 2013 Land Use Plan Amendment (Adopted 2013) 

Á 2010 Land Use Plan (Adopted 2010) 

Á 2000 Land and Water Use Plan 

Á The Beach Road and Its Future Development: Conceptual Design Plan (2008, not 

adopted) 

Á Beach Cottage Row Local Historic District Plan (2008, not adopted) 

Á Gallery Row Arts District Report (2014)  

Á Dare County Comprehensive Transportation Plan  

Á Town of Nags Head Pedestrian Plan (Adopted 2014) 

Á Town of Nags Head Parks and Recreation Plan (Adopted 2012)  

Á Town of Nags Head Hazard Mitigation Plan (Adopted 2004) 

Á Adaptation Planning in the Town of Nags Head: Vulnerability, Consequences, 

Adaptation, Planning Scenarios (VCAPS) Report (Adopted August 2017) 

Á Town of Nags Head Emergency Operations Plan (Adopted 2015) 

Á Town of Nags Head Decentralized Wastewater Management Plan (2005)  

Á Town of Nags Head- Low Impact Development Solutions to Reduce Stormwater 

Run-off (2014) 

Á Stormwater Management Plan & Technical Report, WK Dickson (Adopted 2006)  

Á Beach Monitoring and Maintenance Plan (Adopted 2011) 
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External Documents & Studies:  

Á The Outer Banks Visitors Bureau Visitors Survey (2014-2015)  

Á Pathways to Prosperity: The Economic Impact of Investments in Bicycle Facilities 

(Technical report, 2004) 

Á Albemarle Regional Bicycle Plan (Adopted 2013) 

Á Pasquotank River Basin Wide Water Quality Plan (2007) 

Á Economic Valuation of the Albemarle-Pamlico Watershedõs Natural Resources 

(2016) 

Á Nags Head Woods Management Plan (2013) 

Á Outer Banks Hydrology Management Committee Report of Findings (2006)  

Á Albemarle Regional Hazard Mitigation Plan (Adopted 2015) 

Á Outer Banks Regional Hazard Mitigation Plan (Adopted June 2020) 

Á The Outer Banks Chamber of Commerce Economic Development & Sustainability 

White Paper (2015)  

Á Albemarle Rural Planning Organization (ARPO) Strategic Prioritization Process 

Á Outer Banks Transportation Task Force ð Outer Banks Transportation Study Final 

Report (2006) 

Á NCDOT ð Traffic Safety Unit, Road Safety Audit of US 158 (2011) 
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1.1.3. ORGANIZATION OF THE PLAN    

The Comprehensive Plan is broken into five sections. Section 1, òContext and Settingsó 

describes the planõs purpose and the FOCUS Nags Head planning process which integrated 

community input with the consolidation of previous planning policy documents and the 

work of the FOCUS Nags Head Advisory Committee. The Planõs Vision and five main 

goals, which emerged from the process, are laid out. Additionally, in Section 1 there is a 

brief community snapshot and highlights of data depicting existing town conditions, which 

sets the stage for the policy discussion of sections 2, 3 and 4.  

Section 2, Character Areas, defines and describes eight distinct Character Areas within the 

town that require special planning to maintain or enhance their unique characteristics.  

Additionally, Section 2 discusses a specific vision and planning considerations for each area 

including desired uses, design characteristics including building size and scale, infrastructure, 

and other elements that new development or redevelopment must consider in each 

character area.  The policies that support the vision and development plan of each 

character area are discussed in detail in Section 3, Elements.  

Section 3 addresses elements of the Comprehensive Plan that generally apply town wide 

and have been broken into seven elements. The elements are complex and often 

interrelated resulting in broad discussions that provide background on the policies and 

actions of each section.  These elements include Land Use, Natural Resources and 

Resiliency, Economic Development and Tourism, Cultural Resources, Parks and 

Recreation, Transportation, and Municipal Services. Each of these elements has its own 

section. Under each main element are sub-elements that explain the primary concerns of 

the community.  In addition to a discussion of key issues, each element includes a table of 

policies and actions to guide future decision making. The seven elements are identified by a 

primary two letter code. Policies under each element are numbered and actions are 

lettered, creating a simple four letter code that makes each policy and its actions uniquely 

identifiable. 

Section 4, Implementation, contains a consolidated table of the policies and actions 

described in parts 2 and 3 of the Comprehensive Plan. This is a useful reference for the 

community to review in one location the different actions recommended by the Plan. The 

table takes the policies and actions from Section 3 and assigns them priorities, responsible 

parties, a time frame, a likely revenue type, and the level of necessary financial resources. In 

a snapshot the matrix provides the town a framework for decision making and 

understanding the most effective approach to achieving town goals and ultimately the 

communityõs vision for Nags Head.  

Section 5, Appendix, contains reference information, supporting documents, or maps that 

provide the foundation for the work contained in the plan.   
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1.1.4. USING THE PLAN 

The Comprehensive Plan has been created for use by elected and appointed boards and 

committees, Town staff, residents, business owners, the development community, and 

others with an interest in the future of the Town of Nags Head.  Elected and appointed 

officials and staff utilize this plan to gauge if development is consistent with the vision for 

the Town.  Residents, businesses, and the development community can use this plan to 

understand the vision of the Town in the future and specific actions that will be carried out 

by the Town to accomplish the vision.       

The vision, goals, and guiding themes are located in Section 1 and visualizes the 

communityõs desires for Nags Headõs future.     

Section 2 Character Areas identifies areas where more detailed, planning and 

implementation of certain policies, investment, incentives, or regulations may be applied in 

order to preserve, improve, or influence their future development patterns that are 

consistent with the townõs vision.  The Character Area section includes a more detailed 

vision for each unique identified area along with planning considerations for the desired 

use, design, infrastructure, and other elements that development must consider.  This 

section is only utilized for consistency purposes if proposed development is located in a 

designated Character Area.   

General policies and actions for Land Use, Natural Resource and Resiliency, Economic 

Development and Tourism, Cultural Resources, Parks and Recreation, Transportation, and 

Municipal Services are found in Section 3.  The policies and actions in this section work to 

implement the vision in Section 1.  Policies are generally open-ended in timeframe and are 

written to provide ongoing direction.  The policies are utilized by staff and 

appointed/elected boards to determine if development is consistent with the plan.  Actions 

are specific steps the Town will take to accomplishing the policies within the plan. While 

some actions may be ongoing, most have an identifiable end in which the actions are 

considered accomplished.    

The future land use in map and associated descriptions are located in Section 4.  The future 

land use map and descriptions provide the foundation for decision regarding land use and 

zoning showing visually where lands uses are appropriate within the Town.     

The vision, goals, guiding themes, and future land use map/descriptions should be utilized 

when determining if development is consistent with the plan.  Further, if located within a 

designated Character Area, the appropriate portion of Section 2 Character Areas should 

be utilized.  In order to achieve the vision in the plan, it is desired that development be 

consistent with the vision and policies in the plan.     
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1.1.5. FOCUS NAGS HEAD    

This Comprehensive Plan was developed as part of the FOCUS Nags Head project that 

commenced during the summer of 2015.  FOCUS Nags Head was initiated to assess 

progress toward the townõs long term goals, to determine emerging needs, and to unify 

the townõs goals and actions as it moves forward. FOCUS Nags Head had two main 

components: the development of a comprehensive plan and the preparation of a unified 

development ordinance (UDO) to help implement many of the comprehensive plan goals 

and policies. Adoption of this document will complete the first portion of the FOCUS Nags 

Head project.  Many of the goals and actions in the Comprehensive Plan will be 

implemented with the completion of the UDO.     

 

Figure 1: FOCUS Nags Head Logic Model  
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1.1.6. PLAN PROCESS 

The FOCUS Comprehensive Planning effort was initiated in early 2015 at the direction of 

the Townõs Board of Commissioners.  The town issued a national request for proposals 

and selected a planning consulting team to assist with completing the two FOCUS Nags 

Head objectives in the spring of 2015.  The town staff and consulting team worked closely 

to develop a framework for moving the FOCUS Nags Head initiative forward.  The plan 

was developed under the schedule in Table 1.1.5, Plan Development Schedule. 

 Table 1.1.5: Plan Development Schedule  

Timeframe  Task 

July 2015 Funded & Project Kick Off with Staff/Consultant 

September 2015 

Project Kick Off to the Public 

- 9/10/15- Community Kick Off Meeting (20 people in attendance)  

- 9/28/15- Consultant Stakeholder Interviews (70 total) 

o Community Visioning Meeting (50 people in attendance) 

- 9/29/15- Consultant Stakeholder Interviews 

o Kick Off Committee Meetings 

Septemberð December 

2015 
Research & Analysis (development of guiding principles and vision) 

July 20-21, 2015 
Kick Off Staff Meeting 

Staff and Boards Stakeholder Interviews 

September 10, 2015 FOCUS Nags Head Kick Off Community Meeting 

September 28-29, 2015 Community Stakeholder Interviews  

September 28, 2015 Community Visioning Meeting  

December 2015 ð 

March 2016:  

Advisory Committee Meetings: Development of Character Areas  

- 12/17/15 

- 1/12/16 

- 1/26/16  

- 2/2/16 

- 2/23/16 

- 3/1/16 

March 8, 2016 Community Meeting (20 people in attendance) 

March-May 2016  Staff & Board Interviews (25 interviews) 

May-June 2016 Additional Stakeholder Meetings 

June 2016 Presentation of Vision to Board of Commissioners 

June-December 2016 Drafting Section 2: Character Areas and Section 3: Elements & Policies 

September ð December 

2016 

Advisory Committee Meetings: Review and Discussion of Section 3 

Elements 
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 Table 1.1.5: Plan Development Schedule  

Timeframe  Task 

- 9/9/16 

- 9/16/16 

- 9/27/16 

- 11/10/16 

- 11/22/16 

- 12/8/16 

- 12/14 /16 

- 12/19/16 

January 12, 2017 

Joint Workshop with FOCUS Advisory Committee, the Board of 

Commissioners, and the Planning Board: Discussion and Review of the 

Draft Plan 

January ð March 2017 

Advisory Committee Meetings:  

Discussion of follow up items from Joint Workshop 

- 2/13/17 

- 2/23/17 

- 3/9/17 

January-April 2017 Production of final draft  

April 20, 2017 Community Meeting 

June 7, 2017 Public Hearing 

July 5, 2017 Adoption 
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1.1.7. COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT   

There was a great deal of 

community involvement 

during the planning 

process.  Approximately 

70 stakeholder meetings 

and four community 

meetings (approximately 

100 people) were 

conducted throughout 

the project initiation, 

drafting, and adoption.  In 

addition to the 

stakeholder interviews 

and community meetings, 

the Board of 

Commissioners 

appointed an Advisory 

Committee to provide guidance to the town staff and consulting team on broad policy 

issues related to the strategic direction of the comprehensive plan.  The committee 

represented a diverse cross section of the community and was made up of nine members.  

This included representatives from the Board of Commissioners, Planning Board, full-time 

residents (with geographic representation), engineer/architect, business community, 

restaurant industry, environmental issues, economic development, and tourism. 
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The Advisory Committee conducted 17 committee meetings (2-hour minimum meetings) 

during the planning process.  Additionally, four community meetings were held to gain 

input and feedback from the community, not including the public hearings for adoption.  

The guidance and feedback from the Advisory Committee and the community was critical 

in developing the vision, policies, and actions contained in the plan.      

In addition to input from the Advisory Committee, the Town utilized input from several 

topic specific ad-hoc committees appointed by the Board of Commissioners.  These 

committees were created by the Board of Commissioners to gain community input and 

direction on specific areas of importance and of concern.  The committees include the 

Stormwater Management, Shoreline Management, Local Business, Sea Level Rise, Parks and 

Recreation, Arts and Culture, and Solid Waste & Recycling.  Input gained from these 

committees supplemented the Advisory Committee and community input to further shape 

the plan and develop the vision, policies, and actions.  The processes of these committees 

and more detailed feedback are outlined in the sections specific to the topics.    
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1.1.8. KEY COMMUNITY CONCERNS 

A.  Key Community Concerns  

Based on the initial stakeholder interviews by the consultant and kick-off community 

meeting, a list of broad, key concerns emerged. These key concerns represent issues of 

community concern that need to be addressed through the planning process.  These key 

concerns included: 

i. Embracing the Townõs Vision 

The town has a reputation as a small, family-friendly, coastal resort town comprised 

primarily of single-family homes. Through the planning process, the existing vision was 

revisited to determine if the vision is still relevant to the town.  The community felt that 

the vision was largely in keeping with current desires and only minor adjustments were 

needed.   

ii. Sustaining the Beach Roadõs Commercial Character 

The townõs commercial zoning districts allow residential uses, and this is a factor in the 

conversion of small-scale, low-rise existing commercial buildings to newer, larger, 

tourist-oriented residential development. While some residential development is 

acceptable, the town desires to protect its small-scale commercial stock. 

iii. Diversifying Housing Options 

The town is losing its historic small-scale, locally owned cottage courts to single-family 

vacation rentals. There are limited types of accommodations and housing for visitors 

and residents.  This includes alternatives for both seniors and affordable, workforce 

housing.   

iv. Educating Residents on Regulatory Realities 

Due to the environmental sensitivity of the region, there are many state and federal 

regulations in place to guide development and ensure that the townõs unique ecosystems 

area protected.  Additionally, local regulations have been stringent to implement the 

townõs vision of a small, family beach, residential community. Due to the complexity of 

this regulatory environment, conducting business and development in the town can be 

complicated.  The town should work to improve current procedures in an effort to 

assist applicants in this complex regulatory environment and educate them on how 

these regulations and procedures work to protect the townõs character and quality of 

life.  

v. Preserving Commercial Character 

The town has been losing small-scale, locally owned commercial establishments and 

needs to explore ways to protect this stock of small-scale, nonresidential floor space. In 
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addition, there is a need for higher quality commercial design standards, a desire for 

mixed uses (particularly along the Beach Road), and a strong desire to curb large-format 

retailers (over 20,000 square feet in area) from locating along NC 12 and concentrate 

them in existing shopping centers along US 158, in order to maintain and achieve the 

vision of a small coastal town. 

vi. Connecting Key Town Destinations 

The town has several unique areas and destinations that are not well connected for 

pedestrians or cyclists. These include the Whalebone Junction area, the Soundside Event 

Site, Cottage Row, Gallery Row, Dowdy Park, and many of the neighborhoods west of 

US 158. Connecting these areas could serve as a logical framework for guiding land use 

and transportation decisions. 

vii. Adapting to Sea Level Rise 

The impacts of a changing climate, including sea level rise, present potentially enormous 

future challenges.  While vulnerability to sea level rise is typically thought of from a 

beach erosion standpoint, there are many other issues to address when exploring 

adaptation options for the town, including a rising ground water table. The town is 

committed to minimizing the impacts of future sea level rise.   

B. Coastal Area Management Act (CAMA) Key Issues 

In addition to the key issues described below and collected through community 

involvement, there are key issues associated with NC Coastal Area Management Act 

requirements (as referenced above in Section 1.1 Purpose) that must be addressed 

through this plan document.  As part of those requirements, the plan addresses key 

issues specific to public access, land use compatibility, natural hazard areas, water 

quality, and infrastructure carrying capacity. A summary of key issues related to those 

specific topic areas are described below: 

 

i. Land Use Compatibility 

Land Use, both the pattern of land development as well as compatibility with adjacent 

properties and the environment, are important to Nags Head.  Much of the townõs 

vision statement is an expression of town desire from a land use perspective.  Land Use 

is covered in depth in Section 3.2 Land Use.  Issues related to land use can be described 

as:  

¶ Preserving the character of Nags Head as described in LU-1, LU-10, LU-

14, LU-15, LU-16, LU-17, LU-18, LU-19, LU-24, and LU-25.  

¶ Appropriate pattern and scale of development for the US 158 and NC 12 

corridors as described in LU-2, LU-5, LU-11, LU-23, and LU-26.  
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¶ Adaptable development along the oceanfront as described in LU-3.  

¶ Protection of ecologically sensitive ecosystems, areas, and vegetation as 

described in LU-6, LU-7, LU-8, LU-20, LU-21, and LU-22.  

¶ Diversity of accommodations and neighborhood serving business as 

reflected in LU- 4, LU-9, and LU-27.   

¶ Maintain overall regulatory approaches for residential and commercial 

zoning districts that would not result in an increase of intensity or density 

as described in LU-12, LU-13, LU-28, LU-29, and LU-30. 

ii. Natural Hazard Areas 

Natural Hazard Areas are those areas susceptible and vulnerable to natural hazards that 

contain higher densities of population or areas of environmental, cultural, or economic 

value.  Sections 3.3.2 Hazard Mitigation, 3.3.3 Mitigation Strategies, and 3.3.4 Coastal 

Resiliency and Sea Level Rise address in depth the issues related to natural hazard areas.  

The interrelationship between rainfall, groundwater, and flooding was a key throughout 

the planning process.   Issues related to natural hazard areas can be summarized as:  

¶ Protection of public health, safety, and welfare against hazards as described in 

NR-10.  

¶ Ensure that Nags Head is disaster resilient as described in NR-11 and NR-15.   

¶ Conduct mitigation efforts that reduce damaging effects of hazards as 

described in NR-12.  

¶ Educate the community on the risks associated with hazards as described in 

NR-14.  

¶ Minimize the impacts of sea level rise as described in NR-16.   

iii. Water Quality 

Water quality refers to the condition or degree of cleanliness of the water and is 

affected by a wide range of natural and human influences and nearby land uses.  The 

cleanliness of water influences the way water can be used for activities such as 

drinking, swimming, and fishing.  Good water quality in the sounds, ocean, and our 

freshwater resources (surface and groundwater) is imperative for long term 

sustainability.   Section 3.3.6 addresses water quality in depth.  Water quality issues 

related to failing or damaged septic systems or elevated groundwater levels was a 

major concern when discussing water quality issues.  Issues related to water quality 

can be summarized as:  

¶ Preserve, protect, and improve water quality as described in NR-24.  

¶ Increase public understanding of the relationship between water quality, 

ecosystem health, and human health advisories as described in NR-25.  

¶ Maintain and expand the septic health initiative as describe in NR-26.  
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¶ Develop partnerships to assist in research and educational efforts as 

described in NR-27.  

¶ Preserve and protect groundwater aquifers from depletion and 

contamination as described in NR-28.   

iv. Infrastructure Carrying Capacity 

For the purposes of CAMA, infrastructure Carrying Capacity ensures that public 

infrastructure systems are sized, located, and managed so the quality and 

productivity of Areas of Environmental Concern (AECõs) and other fragile areas are 

protected.  Issues related to Infrastructure Carrying Capacity can be summarized as:  

¶ Maintain a well-run and efficient government that provides high quality and 

cost-effective services (Goal 5). This can be accomplished through the 

development, funding, and prioritization of an annual Capital Improvement 

Plan to provide for the infrastructure, equipment, and facility needs of the 

community.   

¶ Recognize a low-density pattern of development for the oceanfront that is 

characterized by small scale adaptable structure as described in LU-3.  

¶ Encourage a balance of land uses along the Beach Road characterized by a 

diversity of accommodations and small, neighborhood serving businesses as 

described in LU-4.  

¶ Promote contiguous and cohesive nodes of commercial development of 

appropriate size and massing for the surrounding area as described in LU-5.   

¶ Limit destruction and clearing of the maritime forest in Nags Head Woods as 

described in LU-6.  

¶ Review regulations in the Ocean and Sound Waters Overlay District and the 

Commercial Outdoor Recreation Overlay District to ensure proper use of 

the ocean and sound waters to ensure the continued scenic, conversation 

and recreational value that these waters provide to the town as described in 

LU-7.  

¶ Ensure proposal for future commercial uses in the sound are not detrimental 

to the marsh, sound bottom, and submerged aquatic vegetation as described 

in LU-8.  

¶ Utilize on-site wastewater systems as the preferred method of wastewater 

treatment as described in LU-12.  

¶ Maintain the overall regulatory scheme for residential and commercial zoning 

districts to avoid increasers in development intensity of density as described 

in LU-13.   

¶ Protect and preserve vegetation until necessary for development as 

described in LU-20 and LU-21.  
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¶ Maintain the policy to restrict tie-ons to the Village Wastewater system as 

described in LU-28.  

¶ Preserve and enhance dunes and native dune vegetation for the role they 

play in property and infrastructure protection as described in NR-20.  

¶ Meet the infrastructure and service needs of the community at appropriate 

levels as the community continues to grow (EC-3).  

¶ Provide local transportation infrastructure that is designed to accommodate 

all modes of transportation as described in TP-1.  

¶ Reduce reliance on personal transportation as described in TP-2.  

¶ Provide comprehensive bicycle and pedestrian connectivity within the town 

and the Outer Banks as described in TP-3.  

¶ Support the development and maintenance of regional transportation 

infrastructure as described in TP-4.  

¶ Provide sufficient levels of potable water to accommodate water demand at 

build-out through an economical and efficient means and in an 

environmentally sensitive manner as described in MS-14.  

¶ Ensure that stormwater runoff is properly managed to reduce nuisance 

flooding and pollution of sensitive environmental areas as described in MS-15.  

¶ Improve town drainage infrastructure through planning, maintenance, or new 

construction as described in MS-16.  

v. Public Access 

The most important recreational opportunity in the town is public access to the townõs 

shorelines 11.29 miles of ocean shoreline and 17.28 miles of estuarine shoreline.  

Beaches are recognized as the single greatest asset within the town.  Public accesses is 

covered in greater depth in Section 3.3.1. Environmentally Sensitive Ecosystems and 

Areas, Section 3.3.5. Shoreline Management, and Section 3.6. Parks and Recreation.  

Issues related to land use can be described as:  

¶ Protect our critical natural resources and coastal ecosystem (Goal 2). 

Carefully manage ocean and estuarine shorelines to preserve the natural and 

beneficial functions of the environment while balancing the need to respect 

private property rights and public access.  

¶ Provide substantial opportunity for the public to access the beach. This 

includes beach accesses with adequate parking at regular intervals for the 

length of the town with accessible facilities as described in the policies and 

actions of NR-19. 

¶ Expand and develop public access to ocean and estuarine shorelines that 

accommodate different user types, age groups, and needs as described in PR-

3a.      
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1.1.9. GUIDING THEMES 

Many of the key community concerns above remained consistent throughout the planning 

process.  However, there were additional concerns that became reoccurring themes 

throughout the plan process and informed the development of the policies and actions.  

These themes often cross-cut specific plan elements.  Addressing these themes is critical to 

realization of the vision and implementation of the plan.  These guiding themes include:     

A. Architectural Integrity 

Allow flexibility to maintain the unique, quirky character by examining the design review 

process and allowing nonconforming structures to renovate and expand.  

B. Beach Road vs Bypass 

Recognize that the Beach Road and the Bypass are two distinct areas with unique 

characteristics and should have different standards for development.  

C. Protecting Conversion of Commercial Property to Residential 

Encourage commercial development in appropriate places, in defined activity nodes, and at 

appropriate scales to support the existing commercial businesses along Beach Road.  

Continuing investment in infrastructure to further develop bike and pedestrian connections 

is paramount to this.  

D. Shopping Centers and Large Format Development 

Direct large format commercial development to existing activity nodes.  

E. Character Areas 

Recognize areas that each have their own unique characteristics and where more detailed 

planning and implementation of certain policies, investment, incentives, or regulations may 

be applied in order to preserve, improve, or influence their future development patterns 

that are consistent with the townõs vision.   

F. Oceanfront 

Encourage future development that is resilient and more adaptable to changing conditions.  

(i.e.: low-density, smaller, more adaptable buildings, VE zone standards, reduce accessory 

structures in CAMA setback) 

G. Preservation of Existing Business 

Provide flexibility to nonconforming properties for renovations and updates, allowing them 

to remain relevant in the market.  This would include flexibility during design review.  

H. Greater Diversity in Housing and Accommodations 

Encourage hotel development, cottage courts, and accessory dwelling in appropriate 

locations.  
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I. Connectivity 

Provide increased connectivity between homes, businesses, recreational opportunities, and 

other key destinations in town resulting in a more walkable community and healthier way 

of life.  

J.  Healthy Small, Local Business Economy 

Support small, local businesses, recognizing the value that many of the small businesses 

contribute to the sense of place, quality of life, and high-quality visitor experience within 

the town 

K. Arts and Cultural Resources 

Recognize the impact of culture and arts on the economy and quality of life.   

L. Environmental Quality 

Adapt to changing future conditions, such as sea level rise and climate change, in a way that 

allows the town to be more resilient without long-term damage to the economy, 

environment, or quality of life.  
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1.2. VISION  

The Town of Nags Head is a unique coastal community built upon a legacy rooted in 

shared values, including our most recognized common bond ð a love for the Outer Banks. 

We recognize that the town must be a good place to live before it can be a good place to 

visit. We strive to preserve and protect the Nags Head character, environment, tourism 

based economy, and sense of place in order to ensure a high quality of life for residents 

and a memorable family vacation experience for present and future generations. 

We uphold our legacy by protecting and promoting our small town character that includes 

a sustainable local economy based on family vacation tourism, a high quality beach 

experience, and small, locally owned businesses. Fundamental to our legacy and quality of 

life are preserving the historic architecture and culture that distinguishes our town; 

providing residents and visitors with excellent public services and well-maintained 

recreational amenities; and ensuring access to a well-protected natural coastal 

environment. 

Our legacy will be strengthened and preserved by a focused, transparent decision making 

process that is comprehensive and consistent with the communityõs vision. In order to 

maintain that focus, our decisions are directed by the five goals described below. 

1.3. GOALS  

A.  Preserve our communityõs distinctive heritage and unique lifestyle  

a. A relaxed-paced, family beach community comprised primarily of low-density 

development and open spaces.  

b. A healthy, well-maintained oceanfront beach that is visually and physically 

accessible and usable; not blocked by large structures.  

c. An environment that reflects the heritage of òOld Nags Headó with unique 

and eclectic architectural styles, scenic views, and coastal landscapes.  

B. Protect our critical natural resources and coastal ecosystem  

a. Build and promote a sustainable economy that supports residents and visitors  

b. A natural environment typified by clean water and a coastal barrier landscape 

with noninvasive, salt tolerant vegetation.  

c. Ocean and estuarine shorelines that are carefully managed to preserve the 

natural and beneficial functions of the environment while balancing the need 

to respect private property rights and public access.  
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d. Plan for the future impacts of sea level rise; ensuring proper policies, plans, 

and practices for stormwater and wastewater management are in place to 

sustain the natural environment and maintain a viable family, tourism-based 

economy.  

C. Build and promote a sustainable economy that supports residents and 

visitors  

a. A diverse supply of housing, including single-family homes and multi-family 

dwelling units, that meet the needs of residents in all phases of life and for 

varying income levels.  

b. A diverse supply of visitor accommodations, including single-family homes, 

hotels, cottage courts, and multi-family dwelling units for visitors who desire 

both short-term and long-term stays. 

c. A thriving local business community that offers a wide range of goods and 

services available to residents and visitors. 

d. A premier family beach destination on the Outer Banks, providing an 

enjoyable and memorable experience. 

D. Plan for orderly and sustaina ble growth and redevelopment  

a. A well-organized and compatible pattern of land development and 

redevelopment through proactive land use and transportation policies.  

b. Development that is designed to reduce private property damage and loss of 

life from major storm events and natural hazards.  

c. Safe connectivity and accessibility between neighborhoods, businesses, and 

recreational opportunities for a variety of travel modes, lessening traffic 

congestion, and enabling an active and healthy lifestyle for residents and 

visitors.  

d. A place with active and passive recreational opportunities that serve all ages 

and abilities, creating opportunities for community interaction and healthy 

living.  

e. Preservation and maintenance of legacy commercial businesses. 
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E. Maintain a well -run and efficient government that provides high quality 

and cost effective services  

a. Develop, fund, and prioritize the Capital Improvement Plan annually to 

provide for the infrastructure, equipment, and facility needs of the community.  

b. Provide the highest quality public safety services possible, and routinely review 

the public safety needs of the community to ensure that resources are 

available to meet these needs.  

c. Provide friendly and accommodating customer service.  

d. Communicate town information to residents and visitors through a variety of 

media that demonstrates the results of measurable goals and objectives.  

e. Advocate for the provision of high quality, responsive services, legislation, 

resources, and policies from government partners and other organizations 

that further the vision of the Town of Nags Head. 
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1.4. PLANNING CONTEXT  

1.4.1. COMMUNITY SNAPSHOT 

A. History 

  



 

Section 1: CONTEXT & SETTING 

1.4. Planning Context 

1.4.1. Community Snapshot 

   

 

Town of Nags Head Comprehensive Plan 1-25 Adopted July 5, 2017 
 

C
O

N
T

E
X

T
 &

 S
E

T
T

IN
G 

N  

without  



 

Section 1: CONTEXT & SETTING 

1.4. Planning Context 

1.4.1. Community Snapshot 

   

 

Town of Nags Head Comprehensive Plan 1-26 Adopted July 5, 2017 
 

C
O

N
T

E
X

T
 &

 S
E

T
T

IN
G 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Town of Nags Head Comprehensive Plan 1-27 Adopted July 5, 2017 
 

 

B. Permanent & Seasonal Population Trends 

In 2015, the permanent population of Nags Head was estimated at 2,825 people. Figure 2 

shows the population of Nags Head since it was first designated as a Census Place in the 

1970 Decennial Census.  

Figure 2: Nags Head Permanent Population, 1970 -2015 

 

 

The town experienced a population boom from 1970 to 2000. Between 1970 and 1980, 

the town experienced a dramatic 146% growth in its population, which reflects both the 

low population (only 414 residents) in 1970 and the rapid development occurring in the 

town. While slower in the next decade, the population still grew by 80% between 1980 

and 1990. The growth rate post-2000 is notably slower. Between 2000 and 2010, the town 

only saw 2% population increase, a low but healthy rate for a community that is mostly 

built-out and facing natural hazards and environmental challenges that come with Nags 

Headõs coastal location. 

A key step in planning for the communityõs future is estimating the population growth, both 

permanent and seasonal, that will occur over the next decades. This information is vital in 

order to plan for infrastructure, service, and amenity expansion, budgeting, hazard 

mitigation planning, and land use allocation. While it is impossible to predict exactly what 

will happen in the future, current population trends in the town and in Dare County can be 

extrapolated to make an estimation. Figure 3 shows permanent population projections for 

Nags Head through 2050. The relatively large growth projected for 2015-2020 comes from 

projections that Dare County will experience high growth as recovery from the Great 

Recession continues, then even back out to approximately 2% population growth into the 

next few decades. It is important to note that this projection is made for the purposes of 

planning only. The methodology assumes that employment opportunities, the broader 

economy, housing costs and availability, and birth, death, and migration rates in Nags Head 
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will remain constant. A major shift in one or more of these variables would change the 

projected population.  

Figure 3: Nags Head Population Projections, 2020 - 2050 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With respect to seasonal population projections, assumptions have been made about the 

number of individuals residing in each dwelling unit and hotel/motel room in the Town, 

allowing the Townõs potential peak population to be estimated; Table 1.2.1.D. presents the 

methodology and calculations for this procedure. The results indicate that in 2017 the 

potential peak population, both permanent and seasonal, is approximately 40,000. Applying 

this peak to the actual population in 2015 allows us to estimate that the seasonal peak 

population is approximately 14.35 times the permanent population; based on this 

assumption, the following Table provides an estimate for seasonal peak population for 

thirty years, from 2020 to 2050. 

Table 1.2.1.D: Seasonal Peak Population Estimate, 2020 - 2050 

Year  Change in Total # People 
2020 45,015 

2025 46,551 

2030 47,642 

2035 48,431 

2040 49,407 

2045 50,382 

2050 51,401 
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Points shown in blue are known data points.  

Points shown in grey are projections.  
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C. Resident Demographics 

The median age in Nags Head is 45 years, slightly older than the statewide median of 38 

years. Figure 4 is a population pyramid for Nags Head as of 2015 and provides additional 

detail on the age structure in the town. It shows the number of males and females in each 

five-year age group. Viewing the population pyramid, it becomes apparent why the median 

age in Nags Head is older than most communities in North Carolina. A òtypicaló 

communityõs chart is shaped like a pyramid: More young people on the bottom for a wider 

òbaseó of the pyramid, and fewer older people toward the top. While the distribution in 

Nags Head is not completely òtop-heavy,ó like the inverted pyramid one might expect in a 

retirement community, there are large numbers of adults age 60 and older and many fewer 

people under age 20 than in an average community.    

Figure 4: Population Pyramid, Nags Head 2015  

 

 

The median household income in Nags Head in 2015 was $55,051, well above the 

statewide median of $46,868.  

About 70% of Nags Head residents identify as White. Another 22% identify as Black or 

African American. 9% identify as Hispanic or Latino.  
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D. Housing Stock  

Table 1.2.1.D displays the townõs housing stock by type and is current as of 2017. Single 

family and multi-family dwellings may be occupied by year-round residents, or by renters 

for between one week and several months out of the year. Transient units are visitor 

accommodations including hotels and cottage courts, which may be rented for stays as 

short as one night.  

Nearly 88% of the bedrooms in the town are in single family homes, and two-thirds of the 

bedrooms in town are in mid-sized three to five bedroom homes. Out of the 2,251 single-

family dwellings in town, only 220 are one or two bedroom homes. 234 homes have eight 

or more bedrooms, and these large houses now account for about 10% of the bedrooms 

available in town. 8% of the bedrooms are in multi-family units, and only 4.2% are currently 

in transient accommodations. As outlined in Table 1.2.1.D.1, the town has lost a large 

number of transient lodging and smaller single-family homes since 2005. For a detailed 

discussion of the implications of these changes, see Section 3.2.5, Housing and 

Accommodations. 

 

Table1.2.1.D: Housing Stock by Type and Potential Peak Population, 2017  

Pro perty Type  
Total # 

Properties  

Total # 

Rooms / 

Bedrooms  

% of Total 

Bedrooms  

Persons 

Per Unit/  

Bedroom  

Potential  

Persons at 

Peak 

Population  
Single Family 

1-2 bedrooms 220 424 2.2% 2 848 

3-5 bedrooms 3,497 12,985 66.1% 2 25,970 

6-7 bedrooms 300 1,901 9.7% 2 3,802 

8+ bedrooms 234 1,961 10.0% 2 3,922 

Single Family Subtotal 4,251 17,271 87.9% 2 34,542 

Multi-Family 

Multi-Family Subtotal 558 1,547 7.9% 2 3,094 

Transient 

Hotel 15 627 3.2% 3.5 2,195 

Cottage Court 13 201 1.0% 3.5 704 

Transient Subtotal 28 828 4.2% 3.5 2,898 

TOTAL     40,534 
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Table1.2.1.D.1: Change in Housing Stock, 2005 -2017 

Property Type  
Change in 

Total # 

Properties  

Change in 
Total # Rooms 

/ Bedrooms  

Change in Potential 
Persons at Peak 

Population  
Single Family 

1-2 bedrooms - 48 - 98 - 196 

3-5 bedrooms + 103 + 567 + 1,134 

6-7 bedrooms + 113 + 715 + 1,430 

8+ bedrooms + 84 + 863 + 1,726 

Single Family Subtotal + 252 + 2,047 + 4,094 

Multi-Family 

Multi-Family Subtotal + 53 + 143 + 3,094 

Transient 

Hotel - 4 - 180 - 631 

Cottage Court - 2 - 12 - 673 

Transient Subtotal - 6 - 192 - 673 

TOTAL + 299 + 1,998 + 3,708 

 

E. Existing Land Use 

The existing land use map 

depicts the current land uses 

in Nags Head today.  Land 

uses are classified as 

undeveloped (vacant) or 

developed. Developed land 

uses could be categorized as 

single ð family residential, 

multi-family residential, 

hotel/motel/cottage court, 

commercial, commercial 

services, 

institutional/community 

services, religious, 

recreational, conservation, 

washout, and miscellaneous 

uses. In addition to the map, 

the following table provides a 

breakdown of the townõs 

existing land uses by land use 

type.   

Table 1.2.1.E.1:  

Land Use Acreage by Type  

Land Use Acres  Parcels 

Single ð Family Residential 1,385 4,217 

Multi-Family Residential 94 107 

Hotel/Motel/Cottage Court 43 30 

Property Ownerõs Association 22 74 

Commercial  215 166 

Commercial Services 24 12 

Institutional/Community 

Services 
92 

24 

Religious 28 11 

Recreational 235 68 

Conservation 1,152 17 

Washout 39 95 

Vacant 466 635 

Miscellaneous 20 47 

Total 3,816 5,503 
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Consistent with the townõs vision statement, the predominant land use acreage is dedicated 

to single-family residential dwelling uses. There are currently 4,217 (1,385 acres) single-

family dwellings in the town, which represents a 200+ dwelling unit increase over what 

existed in 2005.  

Interestingly, the next highest acreage is dedicated to land in conservation use (1,152 

acres), which is also consistent with the townõs vision statement. Based on information 

contained in this table and in the table depicting seasonal population, single-family dwellings 

are increasing, as well as the number of larger single-family dwellings. Multi-family 

residential dwellings are increasing slightly, primarily due to the construction of the Sugar 

Creek Condos. Hotels, motels, and cottage courts continue to decline. The number of 

parcels in commercial use is stagnant, increasing only slightly over what existed in 2005. 

The town does not have any industrial or agricultural areas, forestry or animal feeding 

operations within its boundaries. Existing Land Use classifications can be defined as the 

following:  

Single ð Family Residential - Accommodates low density, detached residential building 

development that is designed for occupancy by one family.  

Multi ð Family Residential- Allows for high density residential development and 

accommodates housing that is designed as a residence for three or more families to 

living independently of each other.  

Hotel/Motel/Cottage Court - Accommodates development consisting of hotels, motels, 

and cottage courts designed with individual units or suites that utilize on site 

management that are intended for rental by transient guests.  

Property Ownerõs Association - Property owned and/or managed by a property owners 

association and commonly used as undeveloped open space and/or recreation. 

Commercial - Development used for the provision of goods and services.  This type of 

development is for general sales and series that comprise the vast majority of 

commercial land uses such as restaurants or stores.  

Commercial Services- Development of higher intensity uses that are not compatible 

with other uses such light industrial and commercial service buildings such as storage for 

service industries.  

Institutional/Community Services- A government owned or government operated 

structure or land used for public purpose, a nonprofit or quasi-public use, such as a 

library, public or private school, or hospital. 

Religious - A use providing regular organized religious worship and related incidental 

activities. 
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Recreational - Uses that provide refreshment to the body and mind through forms of 

play, amusement, and/or relaxation. The recreation use may be active, such as bike 

paths or boating, or passive such as enjoying the natural beauty of the ocean and sound 

or its wildlife.  

Conservation - Any parcel or area of undeveloped land conserved in its natural state or 

in open space, including open space for recreational uses, in perpetuity.     

Washout - Land that was previously developed but has been severely eroded by coastal 

erosion and is now deemed undevelopable.   

Vacant - Land or buildings that are not actively used for any purpose.  

Miscellaneous - Uses that are related to public utilities or secondary improvements on 

vacant properties such as sheds, docks, or other accessory type structures.  

 

Dominant Growth-Related Factors 

Nags Head has experienced tremendous growth pressures in the past century.  These 

growth pressures have been primarily related to exponential growth associated with the 

tourism driven economy on the Outer Banks.  Tourism is the principal economic driver in 

Nags Head and Dare County.  Nags Headõs economy is directly linked to the quality of 

natural and cultural resources.  A more in-depth analysis of tourism and its link to the 

economy in Nags Headõs can be found in Section 3.4 Economic Development and Tourism.   

 

While tourism has a positive effect on the local and state economy, it can potentially have 

negative effects on the unique natural resources, sense of place, and quality of life.  

Uncontrolled growth could result in deterioration of the natural resources to a point that 

tourism growth may be comprised if not properly managed.       
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2.1. INTRODUCTION  

The Town of Nags Head is comprised of several distinct areas that each have their own 

unique characteristics.  The Comprehensive Plan recognizes these areas as Character 

Areas.  Character Areas denote specific geographic areas of the town that:  

Á Have unique or special characteristics to be preserved or enhanced; 

Á Have the potential to evolve into unique areas with more intentional guidance of 

future development through planning and implementation; or  

Á Require special attention due to unique development issues.  

These Character Areas represent areas where more detailed, planning and implementation 

of certain policies, investment, incentives, or regulations may be applied in order to 

preserve, improve, or influence their future development patterns that are consistent with 

the townõs vision.   

Character areas provide both the vision and policy direction for the desired use, design, 

infrastructure, and other elements that new development must consider. Character area 

planning provides the policy direction that regulations must work to achieve.  This means 

that the townõs ordinances, development standards, design standards, and other programs 

should work together to allow achievement of character area goals. 

2.1.1. CHARACTER AREAS IDENTIFIED 

Through the community involvement process, the following Character Areas were 

identified:  

2.2 Gallery Row - Community Center  

- Activity Nodes:  

o Community Center  

o Gallery Row 

2.3 Historic  

2.4 Village Municipal Service 

- Village Municipal Activity Node 

2.5 Neighborhoods 

- Western Neighborhoods (West of US 158) 

2.6 Whalebone Junction 
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- Activity Nodes:  

o Whalebone Junction Core 

o Soundside  

2.7 South Nags Head 

2.8 Corridors 

- US 158/64 

- NC 12 

- SR 1243 

2.9 Significant Natural Heritage Areas 

- Jockeyõs Ridge 

- Nags Head Woods 

- Fresh Pond 

Each Character Area will outline and address following elements:  

Á Description of the area: Description of the areaõs significant features, attributes, 

infrastructure, land uses, and overall sense of place.  

Á Development Plan: describes the hopes and concerns for each character area and 

further outlines the future desires for land use types, form, height, density, 

architectural characteristics, important infrastructure and desired bicycle and 

pedestrian connections.  In addition, the development plan will outline 

development considerations such as regulatory constraints and compatibility.       

2.1.2. CHARACTER AREA TERMS 

Understanding these terms will be helpful in navigating Section 2, Character Areas.   

Activity Nodes  are areas that are anticipated for future concentration of uses that serve 

as destinations or hubs of activity for the surrounding area.  These are characterized by 

higher intensity uses, compact development patterns, walkability, and a higher standard of 

architectural and site design.  Activity centers include a mix of residential and commercial 

uses including retail, dining, and office. Areas designated as activity centers should be 

planned in a way to encourage pedestrian activity. 

Legacy establishments, structures, or locations  contribute to the overall sense of 

place or tell the story of Nags Headõs past.  These establishments, structures, or locations 

often remind you of the past and are nostalgic. 
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2.2. GALLERY ROW -COMMUNITY CENTER CHARACTER 

AREA  

2.2.1. GALLERY ROW - COMMUNITY CENTER CHARACTER AREA 

DESCRIPTION 

The Gallery Row - Community Center Character Area is located in the northern portion 

of Town from the Nags Head Fishing Pier to the northern town limits, generally including 

the properties fronting US 158 east to the oceanfront. It encompasses the areas around 

Bonnett Street including Dowdy Park, the Bonnett Street Regional Beach Access, Nags 

Head Elementary School, the galleries along Driftwood Street and Gallery Row, the Beach 

Road from the northern town line to Nags Head Pier, and commercial areas along the US 

158 corridor.   

A large number of permanent residents live within this character area. Neighborhoods 

including Nags Head Acres, Nags Head Pond, Vista Colony, Hills of Nags Head, Villa 

Dunes, and North Ridge are all served by this area. Additionally, this character area 

contains commercial services, art galleries, recreation amenities, public education facilities, 

natural areas, and the beach. The daily needs of residents and visitors can be largely met 

with the amenities and services contained in this area. Much of the area is connected with 

pedestrian facilities along the west side of US 158 and on the east side of NC 12. The US 

158 area includes several shopping centers as well as larger retail stores, services, offices, 

and restaurants. Building sizes along US 158 tend to be larger than along NC 12. The area 

between the highways is largely residential however there are a few businesses fronting 

side streets that connect US 158 to NC 12. The NC 12 corridor is lined with single-family 

dwellings with pockets of smaller scale commercial, mainly on its west side. Except for the 

Nags Head Fishing Pier, the adjacent hotel, and a cottage court, the majority of land uses 

on the oceanfront in this area have transitioned to single-family residential.  

The Gallery Row - Community Center Character Area includes three primary activity 

nodes: Community Center, Gallery Row, and Northern Commercial. 
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A. Community Center 

Bonnett Street is the focal point of the Community Center Activity Node. Dowdy Park, 

the Nags Head Elementary School, the YMCA and the Bonnett Street regional beach 

access for the anchor for many community events and activities. Dowdy Park, which is 

centrally located in this area, is a newly developed park designed to be a focal point for 

social interaction to include active and passive recreation as well as opportunities for 

community events. The park includes a performance pavilion, an events plaza, walking 

trails, an inclusive playground, garden areas, a sport court, and a multi-purpose recreation 

field. The 10õ wide multi-use path along US 158 allows north-south movement from 

neighborhoods west of US 158 and an easy connection to the park at the signalized 

crosswalk at the Bonnett Street intersection with US 158. This intersection defines an 

important west to east connection between Nags Head Woods, which is directly to the 

west of the YMCA, and the Bonnett Street regional beach access. This is also an important 

route for parents and children to connect to the Nags Head Elementary School. Bonnett 

Street includes a five foot sidewalk on the south side of the street which transitions to a 

wide shoulder east of Wrightsville Avenue.  

There are several shopping centers and businesses along US 158 that are conveniently 

located and meet the daily needs of residents and visitors of this area. In recent years, the 

addition of modern signalized crosswalks at Adams Lane, Barnes Street, and Bonnett Street 

has improved the safety for pedestrians and bicyclists crossing US 158. The area between 

US 158 and NC 12 has developed largely as residential except for properties with frontage 

on these two roadways. A grid of low speed, low traffic streets allows for vehicular, 

pedestrian, and bicycle transportation without sidewalks.  However, additional sidewalk 

connections would enhance 

pedestrian movement along 

important east west 

connections to include 

Adams Lane, Barnes Street, 

and Bonnett Street.  

NC 12 is a two-lane roadway 

with an eight-foot wide 

pedestrian path along the east 

side. This area has always 

included a mixture of small 

commercial businesses,  
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accommodations, and single and multi-family dwellings. The last 10-20 years has seen a 

transition of commercial activity moving away from NC 12 to US 158. Many of the small 

businesses along NC 12 are being replaced with single-family dwellings, primarily serving as 

vacation rentals. The town continues to be concerned about 

this loss of neighborhood commercial businesses which 

contribute to the character of the Beach Road and provide the 

nostalgic experience for long time visitors to Nags Head. Many 

of these businesses include walk-up style restaurants or retail 

that serve community needs but also create additional leisure 

experiences for visitors. If these businesses disappear, a part of 

the experience that has defined Nags Head for so long could be 

lost. A large focus of this and other character areas is to 

develop policies and action items that will aid in retaining and 

expanding the neighborhood commercial activity along the 

Beach Road. The Bonnett Street/NC 12 intersection forms the 

heart of the Beach Road portion of this character area. Several 

businesses exist in this area and vacant parcels create 

opportunities for future commercial development that can 

benefit from the proximity to the Bonnett Street Regional Beach 

Access and Dowdy Park. Future land planning efforts should 

focus on activating neighborhood scale commercial development 

in the vicinity of this intersection. 

B. Gallery Row  

The Gallery Row Activity Node is located at the northern end of this character area 

generally east of US 158 between the northern town limits and Barnes Street. The identity 

of Gallery Row was established in the 1970õs and 1980õs as many locally owned art galleries 

operated in the area between US 158 and NC 12 primarily in the vicinity of Driftwood 

Street and Gallery Row. This included Yellow 

House, the Seaside Art Gallery, Glenn Eureõs Ghost 

Fleet Gallery, Sally Huss, Morales Art Gallery, 

Jewelry By Gail and Grayõs Department store 

(Gallery Row Arts District Final Report, Cahoon 

2016). Though some of these original galleries 

remain, many have closed, and the identity of this 

activity node has changed. New businesses have 

located to the east along NC 12 in the Gallery Row 

area however fewer galleries and businesses remain 

between the highways. Land uses in this area have 

become increasingly more residential. In recent 

The Bonnett Street/NC 

12 intersection forms 

the heart of the Beach 

Road portion of this 

character area. Several 

businesses exist in this 

area and vacant parcels 

create opportunities for 

future commercial 

development that can 

benefit from the 

proximity to the Bonnett 

Street Regional Beach 

Access and Dowdy Park. 

Future land planning 

efforts should focus on 
activating neighborhood 

scale commercial 

development in the 

vicinity of this 

intersection. 
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years, the town has designated a Gallery Row district that is much more expansive than 

the original Gallery Row area. Gallery Row remains an idea or concept more so than a 

physical place. The Gallery Row idea consists of an active arts community complemented 

with art related business as well as small shops and restaurants in close proximity to one 

another. This is a neighborhood scale district designed to accommodate pedestrian walk-

up traffic with lower height buildings in close proximity to the street. Buildings should 

generally be residential scale and character and be complementary to surrounding 

residential uses. The town is currently working with the art community, businesses, and 

citizens to reimagine this area for the future. The Gallery Row Activity Node is more 

thoroughly described in the 2016 report prepared by Cahoon and Kasten Architects 

entitled, Gallery Row Arts District, Final Report. Many of the recommendations related to 

this activity node are taken from this report.  

C. Northern Commercial 

This includes the US 158 corridor from Eighth Street to Villa Dunes Drive. Many of the 

townõs larger shopping centers are in this area including the Shoppes at 10.5 and the 

Satterfield Landing Shopping area. Land uses along the corridor consist of retail, restaurant, 

office, and personal service establishments which serve the daily needs of residents and 

visitors in this area. Buildings tend to be larger in size and scale with square footages 

ranging from 5,000 to 35,000 square feet. This area primarily includes the parcels fronting 

on US 158. West of US 158 between Satterfield Landing Road and Eighth Street is the 

townõs commercial services district which includes warehousing, storage, manufacturing 

and fabricating uses. This is the only district that does not allow residential uses and is 

separated from residential and general commercial areas in order to limit incompatibility of 

land uses. This area is hidden from view from the townõs major corridors and includes the 

parcels fronting South Lark Avenue and West Pond Avenue.  
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2.2.2. DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

The development plan outlines the future desires for the Gallery Row ð Community 

Center Character Area and is broken down by the previously described activity nodes.   

The Gallery Row - Community Center Character Area is envisioned to be a community 

gathering area that capitalizes on access to the surrounding natural environments at the 

ocean front and Nags Head Woods while connecting public spaces with neighborhoods, 

community facilities, galleries, walkable commercial destinations, and the Community 

Center Node along Bonnett Street. 

The Community Center Node, centered along Bonnett Street, is envisioned as a central 

node for community activity to include amenities and services that can meet a variety of 

daily needs, including active and passive recreation, social interaction, education and fitness, 

and commercial services for residents and visitors. 

The Gallery Row Node is imagined to be an area focused on the arts and culture.  While it 

was previously known for its abundance of galleries, the town is currently working with the 

art community and citizens to revitalize this area for the future.   

The Northern Commercial Node is visualized to accommodate many of the necessary 

neighborhood oriented uses such as day care facilities, drug stores, and other similar 

personal type service uses. This is a concentrated area of larger format development.  

A. Appropriate Land Uses 

Appropriate land uses in each of these areas are outlined in the following table. This is only 

a general listing that should be further articulated through subsequent review of zoning 

standards for each area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































